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SPECIAL ARTICLES 


THE CHINESE COMMUNIST AIR FORCE 


Prior to the defeat of thé 
Nationalist forces and their 
withdrawal to Taiwan in 1949, 
the Chinese Communists had vir- 
tually no air force, although 
they are believed to have es~ 
tablished an air school in 
Manchuria using captured Japa~ 
nese equipment, With the formal 
establishment. of the Chinese 
People's Republic on 1 October 
1949, the Air Force of the Peo; 
ple's Liberation Army was created. 
It is likely that some provision 
for the expansion and moderniza~ 
tion of the embryonic air force 
was made in the Sino-Soviet aid 
treaty signed in Moscow on 14 
‘Tebruary 1950. 


The virtual annihilation 
of the North Korean forces prior 
to the Chinese Communist entry 
into the Korean conflict in 
October 1950 probably accelerated 
the development of Chinese Com~ 
munist air power. In any case, 
by March of the following year 
the initial stages of expansion 
were apparent. Training units 
had been established and a 
number of tactical air units 
had appeared at various air~ 
fields throughout China, These 
units were equipped with So-~ 
viet aircraft including certain 
World War II piston fighters 
such as the LA-9 (Fritz), LA~L1l 
(Fang), and some World War If 
bombers--TU-2's (Bats).. The then. 


modern MIG-15 (Fagot) jet fighter 
was also noted: The introduction 
of these aircraft brought in 
numerous Soviet personnel who 
were assigned at practically alll 
levels of the air force, 


Expansion and Development 


By 1952, IL~28 (Beagle) jet 
light bombers were being intro- 
duced in the Chinese Communist 
Air Force (CCAF). In 1953, a 
few TU-4 (Bull) piston medium 
bombers were received from the 
USSR. By 1955 the CCAF was 
estimated to: have about 1100 
jet fighters, and in that year 
the number of IL-28's was doubled 
from about 150 to over 300. 
large number of these bombers, 
probably about 90, were given 
to the Chinese Communists in 
1955 when the Soviets with- 
drew from Port Arthur, 


The year 1955 was also 
significant in that airfield 
construction was begun on a 
fairly large scale, particularly 
in the Taiwan Strait coastal 
area, Two airflelds--Luchiao 
and Chuhsien--were completed 
and occupied by tactical units, 
and jet. bombers were deployed 
to the Shanghai area for the 
first time. 


By April 1956, approximate- 
ly 100. MIG~17 (Fresco) jet. fighters. 
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had been brought into the ™.. 

air force, which had by this — 

time become the fourth largest 

air force in the world. The 

last piston engine fighter 

unit--the 26th Division located 

in south China--began receivin Retrenchment and Deficiency 
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had its earliest beginning 

when deliveries of new Soviet 
aircraft ceased sometime in 
1959. However, it was not in 
evidence until after mid-1960 
when Soviet aid and technical 
assistance were withdrawn. An 
indication that all was not 
well in the air force was con~ 
tained in an official document 
published by the General Polit- 
ical Department of the People’s 
Liberation Army in January 196% 
This document reported the pro- 
ceedings of the 8th plenary 
session of the Party Committee 
for the Air Force held between 


in Hsian. The report stated 
that the "size of organization 
of the units and schools at the 
various levels of the air force 
is still too large and it is 
necessary to reduce their size 
in order to strengthen the 
basic level.” Although it was 
pointed out that this retrench- 
ment would primarily involve 
"colleges and schools" and 
particularly “airfields and 

air stations with no flying 
units,'t it was also clear that 
following "the 50-percent re- 
duction achieved in 1958," 
units under the direct command 
of the air force headquarters 
were to be reduced by a 

further 20 percent and reduc~ 
tions in corps and divisions 
were to be 15 and 10 percent 
respectively. 


A collection of speeches 
given by the inspector general 
of the armed forces, Yeh Chien-+ 
ying, appeared in the June 196] 
issue of the General Political 
Department publication. In oné 
of his speeches delivered to an 
air.Zorce training conference, 
Yeh stated that "the air force 
needs more flights but cannot 
afford them. The fact is, main- 
tenance of material and equip- 
ment cannot catch up with the 
training needs. One of the 
reasons for this is the low 
standard of our national defense 
industry." Another reason cited 
by Yeh is “our low level of 
technique, our backwardness in 
the quantity and quality of re- 
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pair, loose control, incompetent 
systems, and serious losses." 


Yeh urged more ground train-~ 
ing and the establishment of 
such conditions "as to make 
ground training seem like aerial 
exercises." He also pointed 
out that actual air training, al- 
through brief, should be made as 
realistic as vossible. 
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This retrenchment and re- 
organization indicated that the 
air force was tightening its 
belt and was going to attempt 
to get the maximum use from its 
equipment with a minimum of wear 
and tear. 





Pre eae 


Yeh's statements concern- 
ing deficiencies and retrench-~ 
ment were confirmed by a Chi- 
nése Communist navy pilot who 
defected with his aircraft to 
Taiwan in early March 1962. | 
His descriptions of conditions 
in his unit, which he claimed 
was regarded as one of the best 
in Communist China, probably 
reflect the general situation 
throughout the CCAF as well ag 
the naval air force. 
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Morale and Physical Fitness 


The morale of the pilots 
is generally low, according 
to the defector, although 
political indoctrination in- 
culcates a certain loyalty to 
the Communist cause, Medical 
standards are not high. Only 
one thorough physical examina~ 
tion is given upon entering 
flying school, with subsequent 
partial examinations only ir-~ 
regularly. Apparently there. 
is no regular program of im- 
munizgation and the only in- 
oculatious the defector's 
unit received were during an 
epidemic. Beforecflying, each 
pilot's temperature is taken 
by the flight surgeon and if 
above normal the pilot is 
grounded. Gastrointestinal 
ailments are a common cause 
of pilot illness. 
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Training Difficulties 


The pilot indicated that 
fuel shortages and a lack of 
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spare parts and aviation equip-", 
ment present the greatest dif- 
ficulties. He indicated that. 
he had flown a total of 220 «° 
hours, 162 of which were logged. 
while in school. In 1961 he ‘ 
logged a total of 41 hours, an 
average of less than four hours 
per month. New pilots flew more 
frequently than more experienced 
pilots and the average total 
logged flight time for most 
"long time" pilots was about 

400 hours, although a few had 
about 1000 hours. The defector 
had been given no night flying 
training and no interception 
training, had received gunnery 
training only with camera equip= 
ment (no live firing), and did 
not know now to use the IFF 
equipment aboard his plane. 

He stated, however, that strip 
alert pilots did have this 
training. 


Aircraft Maintenance 


The pilot stated that only 
about half the MIG-17's in his 
unit were operational at any © 
given time although the per~ 
centage of MIG-15's in service 
was much higher-~about 85 per- 
cent, He attributed the better 
in-service rate of the MIG-15 
to'the fact that its maintenance 
problems were better under 
Stood by Chinese maintenance 
personnel, and he mentioned 
that the "accelerator," prob 
ably a reference to the after- 
burner, of the MIG-17 was es- 
pecially a problem. Only minor 
maintenance could be performed 

_ at Luchiao, where the defector’s 
unit is based. Major overhauls 
were accomplished at Tachang 
in the Shanghai area~~about 200 
miles away. : 


Aircraft Strength Reduction 


and statements by the defector 
have indicated a reduction in 
the number of operational air~ 
craft in both the CCAF and 
the naval air*force. In some 
cases, air divisions previously 
having three regiments have ap- 
parently been reduced to two, 
and in other cases the number 
of aircraft within the regiment 
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has been reduced from about 320° 


to 24, 


. regiments. 





A typical example involves 
the 8th Air Division. It had 
been credited with three regi-< 
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In addition the Communist 
pilot who defected in March in- 
dicated that the 2nd and 4th 
Naval Air Divisions as well as 
the 6th have only two regiments. 
The 2nd and 4th are presently 
credited in order-of-battle with 
three regiments.each. 


Operational Effectiveness 


Despite its many problems 
the CCAF is still’ an:impressive 
force numerically, with over 
2000 jet fighters and 325 jet 
light bombers. But numbers 
alone do not determine the 
capability of China's air arm. 


The most serious challenge = 
tothe CCAF occurred during the i 
Taiwan Strait crisis of 1958, a 
At that time the CCAF was prob- -_ 
ably at its peak. Many /of its Ez 
aircraft, supplied by the USSR, as, 
were relatively new. Still the a 
score of kills in combat was over a i 
30 to one in favor of the National- e 
ists. Chiang Kai~shek's pilots 
who were involved in these aerial F 
encounters attributed the high a: i 
Communist losses to inadequate = 
training in air tactics, poor | ia 
aircraft handling, and pilot | 
confusion. Following this over~ | 
whelming defeat, the Communists > 
apparently attempted to remedy a 
many of their shortcomings by 
improveditraining. 
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Chinese Aircraft Production 


Shenyang Airframe Plant 
No. 112, production site of the 
MIG-17, is a large, .modern pro- 
duction facility by Soviet stand- 








This plant had probe | 
ably assembled or produced some 
IG-19's prior to the withdrawal 





There is no available inforna- 
tion, however, to indicate.the 
number assembled or the time 
of assembly. : : 


Perhaps most i1lugtrative 
of the decrease since’ mid-1960 
in Chinese aircraft ,production 
is information concerning the 
AN-2's at Nanchang Airframe 
Plant No. 320. 









v oOFf Soviet technicians in mid1960. 
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Less information is avail- 
able on Harbin Plant No. 122, 


In sum, the modernization 
and re~equipment program of both 
the fighter and bomber elements 
of the Chinese Communist Air 
Force, which made great strides 
during the 1950's, began to slow 
down in 1958 and probably ceased 
in mid-1960 when political dif- 
ferences resulted in the with 
drawal of Soviet technicians 
and the virtual termination of 
Soviet aid. Although the So- 
viets have provided substantial 
numbers of newrgeneration fight- 
ers to the Eurcpean satellites, 
and even some fairly latey;mode'l 
fighters and bombers to the VAR 
and Indonesia, the Chinese Com-~ 
munists have received only a few 
MIG-19 jet fighters, their most 
modern jet fighter. The Chinese 
Communist bomber force still has 
two divisions and an independent 
regiment of obsolete TU-2 piston 
bombers. Another division has 
a large number of IL-10 (Beast) 
World War II ground attack bombers. 
Despite deliveries of-the relatively 
modern TU-16 jet medium bomber’ to 
countries outside the bloc, 
Communist China is known to have 
only two. The remaining  long~ 
range bombers in Peiping's 
‘inventory consist of not more. 
than 15 obsolete and probably 
worn out TU-4 piston bombers. 
Unless Soviet aid is reinstituted 
and China's economy permits 
‘resumption of domestic military v 
aircraft production, the size 
and effectiveness of the CCAF 
will continue the deterioration 


which began at least by mid- 
1960. 
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